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Wisteria House

The post box at 17 Paradise Road rattled open. 

A clang. Freddie, Rose and Tom raced down the 

sweep ing staircase, barely glancing at the small pile 

of letters that had landed on the floor. They pulled 

open the front door. The pavement was shiny with 

rain water. But there was nothing on the doorstep.
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 ‘Perhaps Uncle Cosmo has forgotten,’ said Rose 

with a frown as she shut the door. Hope still shone 

in her blue eyes. 

 Rose’s brother Tom could not resist taking the 

oppor tunity to tease her. ‘You are right to worry, 

Rose. It might get lost, or worse: stolen by pirates!’

 Every year, at the start of the summer holidays, 

Uncle Cosmo, who lived in Africa, sent his five nieces 

and nephews a gigantic parcel. This year it was late.

 Tom saw Rose start to bristle, and so con tinued: 

‘This box makes a dangerous journey across Africa, 

up the Suez Canal, all the way across the Mediter-

ranean and then the stormy English Channel to 

arrive on our doorstep.’

 ‘Stop it, Tom,’ said Freddie, looking up from his 

pile of books. He noticed Rose’s dis appoint ment 

turning to anger.

 ‘You don’t annoy me!’ she said to Tom, patting 

him on the head and ruffling his tangle of wild red 

hair. She knew this irritated him. Even though Tom 

and Rose were twins, he was still a full head shorter 

than she was. When she patted his head it reminded 
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Wisteria House

him of this. He ducked away, out of her reach, and 

scowled at her.

 ‘Don’t, Rose,’ chided Freddie softly, wagging his 

finger at her. 

 Freddie was two years older than Rose and Tom, 

and doted on by everyone. His gentle humour always 

lightened the fiercest family argu ment. He was born 

with an extra chromo some, so his muscles were a 

little softer than those of his siblings. This meant 

some things were harder for him, especially speak-

ing clearly, but his family under stood every thing he 

said. 

 ‘I am watching you!’ came the warm voice of the 

children’s mother, Alicia. Despite her being no where 

in sight, Tom and Rose stopped squabbling.

 Number 17 Paradise Road was a glorious old 

house. It was a grey shade of white and a little 

neglected. But what made it truly magnificent was 

the old wisteria that arched over the door and trailed 

a light-purple line of flowers, which hung like great 

floral bunches of grapes. According to family legend 

it had been planted when the house was first built 
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almost 250 years ago. It was because of this ancient 

plant that their home was called ‘Wisteria House’.

 Socrates, the children’s grumpy cat, lived mostly 

on the windowsill at Wisteria House. He was called 

Socks for short. But Tom nicknamed him Rat Teaser 

whenever he arrived home with a mouse clamped 

between his teeth as a tender offering for the children, 

whom he considered too feeble to catch their own.

 Uncle Cosmo would send only one gift, once 

a year. The gift had to be shared amongst all the 

cousins. Over the years, the timing of Uncle Cosmo’s 

gift was predictable, but its contents were always a 

terrific surprise. The children looked forward to its 

arrival on the first day of the summer holidays with 

the same anticipation as for Christmas. 

 One year an almost life-sized rocking horse had 

greeted them. Everyone took turns riding it. Father 

pretended that the horse could bite and kick. He 

tried to feed it apples all summer, with no success. 

He gave the horse enormous respect, treating it as 

part of the family and saying good evening. ‘Just in 

case the horse takes umbrage and gives me a swift 
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kick,’ he explained. His antics made the children 

laugh.

 The previous year Uncle Cosmo had sent musical 

instru ments: a primitive flute, drums, bells and a 

tam bourine. The children formed a band with their 

cousins, Bella and Johnny, and Lucky the dog. They 

ran around the neighbourhood making a racket. 

Lucky wore her bells proudly on her collar. The 

jingle of these bells alternated with her howls of 

excite ment. It all ended in a marvellous cacophony.

 The noise was so great that Socrates refused to join 

in. He slunk off as soon as the jamming session rose 

to an intolerable pitch. The children decided that the 

band needed a name. So they searched the dictionary 

and found the word ‘Urbane’. They thought that 

they would like their band to be considered polished, 

polite and sophisticated, so they called them selves 

the Urbane Six.

 The children remembered these wonders as they 

sat by the window in Wisteria House looking out 

at the street. It was the third day of the summer 

holidays. It was raining. And where was the box?
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The Pink House

‘Go away!’ muttered Bella, half asleep. Lucky the dog 

tried again to wake her by licking her feet. Lucky put 

her head on the pillow and nuzzled into Bella’s mass 

of black, curly hair, which seemed to grow straight 

upwards. Bella had read late into the night and was 

exhausted.
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 On holiday mornings, Lucky was usually the 

first awake at 1 Paradise Road. It was never clear 

why, but she liked to wake Bella first. On this fourth 

morning of the holidays, Lucky’s old tricks weren’t 

working. She turned her attention to the abandoned 

shoes and socks, playing noisily for a while. But it 

was not until Lucky bounded back to the bed and 

started to pant in her face, with dog-damp breath, 

that Bella woke up.

 ‘Oh, Lucky, you have the sweetest morning breath 

ever,’ smiled Bella good-humouredly.

 As soon as she was up and dressed, Bella woke 

her elder brother Johnny, by bouncing on his bed. 

 ‘Get up, get up, get out of bed!’ she sang into his 

ear. 

 ‘Go away,’ Johnny moaned, and tried hard to 

ignore Bella. He turned and pulled the bedding over 

his ears, attempting to sleep on. 

 ‘The box might be here!’ she cried. ‘Come on.’ 

She pulled off his covers completely. He groaned, but 

at least now he was awake.

 Johnny was quiet and calm. Bella was loud and 
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boisterous. She felt proud that she was the only 

person who could rattle him, and used this skill 

when ever it was needed. Somehow these differences 

in temperament did not stop them being the best of 

friends. 

 Johnny, Bella and Lucky lived in the first house 

in Paradise Road. It was pink and an eyesore. It was 

completely out of place in this London street, with 

its lovely old trees and elegant brick and delicately 

painted buildings.

 As soon as they had dressed, Johnny, Bella and 

Lucky left the Pink House to walk down the road 

towards Wisteria House, as they did most mornings, 

to find their cousins and plot the day. As they stepped 

outside, the rain was so heavy that they had to return 

for their coats.

 Meanwhile, back at Wisteria House, there was a 

knock. The parents glanced up from their morn ing 

papers. ‘Is that a special delivery, perhaps?’ Father 

pondered. But the children had dashed to open the 

door even before he finished his sentence. 

 There it was. A brown wooden box. And it was 



17

The Pink House

enormous. They read its label, which was addressed 

to The Urbane Six: Johnny, Bella, Lucky, Freddie, 

Rose and Tom, c/o Wisteria House, 17 Paradise 

Road, London, United Kingdom.
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The Box

Freddie, Rose and Tom were in the hallway of 

Wisteria House admiring the enormous box. It was 

a type of wooden packing case that Mother called a 

tea chest. For hundreds of years this type of wooden 

box had been used to transport tea around the world 

from China and India. 

 There was another loud knock on the door. The 

children immediately ran. As they opened the door 

Lucky came bounding in, then stopped on the carpet 
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and shook herself vigorously, sending a spray of 

doggy water over the children. 

 ‘Oh, Lucky, did you have to do that?’ asked Rose, 

who had borne the brunt of the water. The others 

laughed. It always seemed unfair that it should rain 

in summer. 

 Even as Johnny and Bella were hanging their 

raincoats over the banister and pulling off their 

shoes, none of the children could take their eyes off 

the enormous box that was sitting there in the front 

hall.

 ‘It’s just arrived,’ said Freddie, grinning.

 ‘We were about to text you and tell you to come 

over as fast as you could!’ said Tom.

 ‘I can’t believe it’s finally here,’ said Bella.

 ‘I know, I know,’ said Rose. ‘It’s only four days 

late, but I was beginning to get worried . . .’

 ‘. . . about pirates,’ interjected Tom in a serious 

tone, finishing her sentence for her. Tom grinned at 

Rose. The others laughed.

 ‘Stop!’ said Freddie as Rose threw a punch at 

Tom, but missed. She glowered at him instead. But 
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no one could be cross for long because the box had 

finally arrived.

 ‘Shall we see what’s inside?’ said Johnny as he 

kicked his wet shoes into the corner. ‘I can’t wait any 

longer.’

 The five children began to drag the box towards 

the living room. Above the excitement and chatter 

of their voices, Rose heard her mother’s gruff com-

mand: ‘Lift. LIFT! I don’t want THAT box to ruin 

my floors.’ The children worked together, on the 

count of three, to lift the box. But it was too heavy.

 ‘I know what we need,’ declared Tom. 

 ‘So do I,’ grinned Rose. They raced to the back of 

the house and returned with a couple of skateboards. 

Together the children managed to tilt the box and 

slide the two skateboards underneath.

 ‘Is this better, Aunt Alicia?’ smiled Johnny. He 

could always charm her.

 ‘Yes,’ she said, as she took a seat on the couch 

beside her husband Rupert and opened her news-

paper, glancing at it but keeping one eye firmly on 

the children. She did not want deep gouges across 
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the wooden floor from the sharp corners of the box. 

 Once in the centre of the room, the children care-

fully slid the box off the skateboards. 

 ‘We need something to get this lid off – it’s nailed 

down,’ Tom said.

 ‘Perhaps a hammer?’ said Johnny. 

 ‘An old screwdriver to lever it up . . .’ Rose sug-

gested.

 ‘A fork would do,’ declared Bella, and went to the 

kitchen to find one. Meanwhile, Freddie and Tom 

ran to the garden shed to find the toolkit. They came 

back triumphant but wet, and carrying a battered 

yellow box.

 From the old yellow toolkit they chose a claw 

hammer and a large rusty screwdriver. Opening 

the box was half the fun. They took turns with the 

hammer, screw driver and a fork. The excite ment 

mounted as they wrenched out nail after nail, each 

one extracted like a stubborn tooth. 

 ‘I wonder what it could be this year!’ said Rose. 

‘Your turn, Tom,’ she said, offering her brother the 

tools.
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 ‘Who needs this old fork?’ said Tom, instead 

choosing the screwdriver and an even larger hammer. 

‘These corner nails are bigger and really awk ward to 

get out,’ he said, and then accidentally banged his 

thumb instead of the screwdriver. ‘Ow! You see what 

I mean! Your turn, Bella.’

 ‘Fork please!’ exclaimed Bella. She managed to 

insert it between the lid and the box and then pressed 

down with all her weight. The lid did not move; the 

fork did. It was buckled beyond use. ‘Well, that was 

useless!’ said Bella. They all laughed. 

 ‘It’s very heavy,’ said Bella. ‘Perhaps it’s full of 

gold and diamonds from the African mines!’ 

 ‘Heavy, but not that heavy,’ said Johnny, taking 

the implements from his sister. ‘I think it’s a baby 

elephant that we can climb on. Imagine: an elephant 

for breakfast. What a distinguished visitor.’

 ‘Unlikely!’ said Tom. ‘I think a live leopard is 

crouching in the box, hungry and waiting to leap 

out and have us for its breakfast!’

 ‘Or a lion!’ suggested Freddie.
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 The children kept working steadily and with 

great concentration. It was hard work.

 Finally Johnny cried, ‘I think that might just be 

the last nail!’

 As the lid came off, even Father lowered his news-

paper to see what wonderful thing would emerge. 

Mother stood up to take a peek. She could not help 

herself exclaiming ‘Such pretty paper!’ as the children 

removed masses of shiny blue, purple and pink tissue 

paper from the top of the box. 

 ‘Oh, look,’ Mother said. ‘How thoughtful! 

Cosmo has sent his brothers their favourite tea: 

African Pride.’ She pulled out a black tin box and 

threw it to Father, who caught it deftly in one hand 

and grinned. Then Mother looked back into the box. 

‘Oh, and a big packet of fresh coffee for Aunt Lily 

and me. Great.’ She smelled the cloth bag of coffee 

beans before gazing back at the tea chest.

 Underneath the last layers of tissue there were 

nine rather large brown squares. 

 ‘But what is it?’ asked Mother.
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It was very hard to get a proper grip on the dark 

brown squares. They were tightly packed. The chil-

dren had to tip the box to slide the first square out. 

As it emerged, it became clear that it was not a 

square: more of a brown block. It was long, per haps 

almost a metre long, and quite heavy. They laid it 
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in the centre of the table between the plates of half-

eaten breakfast. 

 ‘What do you think it is?’ asked Tom.

 They all stared at it silently for at least a minute. 

Even Lucky was dancing around the box, sniffing, 

and wagging her tail. She looked as if she was about 

to lick it, when Bella commanded: ‘Stop, Lucky! Sit.’

 Bella laughed. ‘Silly old Lucky must think it’s 

chocolate. She wants to lick it!’

 ‘Mmmph,’ said Father, returning his attention 

to his news paper. ‘I am with Lucky on this one. It’s 

chocolate.’ Now only the top of his red hair was 

visible from behind his paper as he said, ‘She really 

mustn’t eat it. Chocolate is poison for dogs.’ 

 ‘Chocolate!’ the children all screamed in unison. 

 Rose was the first to press her face against the 

brown block and try to bite it. It was too big. She 

moved to the edge and managed to gnaw a little off. 

She then licked it like a wild cat. The others quickly 

followed, but only for a moment because Father 

hollered, ‘Enough!’

 ‘S TO P  this minute,’ commanded Mother, 
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horrified. ‘You may not eat chocolate like little 

piggies! Non, NON, non, non!’ she added with a 

French accent. When Mother was cross her accent 

became stronger. ‘You may admire it,’ said Mother. 

‘But first finish your breakfast. It’s salmon and eggs 

and you mustn’t waste it. Then, if you still have 

room, you may eat a little chocolate.’

 Over breakfast they could not stop looking at the 

chocolate. They speculated how long it might take to 

eat an entire block. Rose thought it was probably a 

year’s supply. Johnny suggested that, between them, 

they would have it all finished by the end of the 

summer holidays. One thing that they all agreed on 

was that it was the most splendid present yet. 

 On closer inspection, they estimated that each 

block was the equivalent of a hundred big chocolate 

bars, which, multiplied by nine, made nine hundred 

bars of chocolate! The summer holidays were six 

weeks long. That was forty-two days, plus two for 

the last weekend. 

 ‘That means’, Tom said authoritatively, ‘over 

twenty bars of chocolate every day.’



27

Inside the Box

 ‘Which is more than four large bars of chocolate 

each!’ exclaimed Bella. Never in their lives had they 

had so much chocolate. It was a stupendous treat. 

They just could not wait to get their teeth back into 

it! 
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Uncle Cosmo

After breakfast Mother insisted that they help clear 

all the breakfast plates and do the dishes. As Mother 

was saying goodbye to Father, the children sneaked 

a large carving knife out of the kitchen to cut the 

chocolate. 

 It was hard to carve chunks of chocolate off the 

big block. Tom suggested that they try the hammer 

to speed things up. But Freddie had a better idea. He 

felt a little thrill of excitement as he leaned forward. 

He licked the log. The intense richness of the cocoa 

hit his taste buds like a steam train.
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Uncle Cosmo

 With the parents out of the room, and follow-

ing Freddie’s lead, all five faces were stuck to the 

choc olate log: Rose was licking the side, Tom found 

a corner to suck and was clamped to that corner, 

Johnny was trying to bite it and Bella was gouging 

out small chips of chocolate with her teeth and finger 

nails, which left small freckles and pockmarks over 

the surface of the chocolate. 

 But all too soon Mother returned with her cup of 

tea. She shouted, ‘Zut alors! Stop this minute! Don’t 

you dare.’

 They all drew back, looking both guilty and 

thrilled at the same time. Freddie found the knife. As 

they began again, slowly breaking off a large number 

of uneven lumps, they gobbled huge chunks. They 

noticed it made their cheeks bulge in odd but very 

satisfying shapes. The children slipped a few pieces 

into their pockets. It was not as sweet as normal 

chocolate, but it was utterly delicious. For the first 

time that day silence reigned at Wisteria House as 

the cousins tucked into the brown gold.
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 A little later, when the rain had eased, the children 

put on their jackets and went out into the garden 

to play on the rope swing that Uncle Cosmo had 

constructed three years ago beneath the old walnut 

tree. They spoke about him and the great chocolate 

treasure.

 ‘Uncle Cosmo is the best,’ said Freddie.

 ‘I agree,’ said Tom. ‘He is the finest uncle in the 

world. How kind to send us just what we always 

wanted.’ 

 ‘I still wish he were here to tell us stories of Africa 

and to enjoy this chocolate with us,’ said Bella. ‘Uncle 

Cosmo tells the most amazing stories and makes the 

best animal noises,’ she added, trying to imitate his 

grand hand-flapping gestures and strange animal 

sounds.

 ‘I could listen to him for hours,’ declared Rose.

 ‘I would love to see his shiny bald head again,’ 

said Tom, with his usual dry wit. This made everyone 

laugh and feel better. Uncle Cosmo had a perfectly 

round head that shone as though it were polished 

each morning.
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 ‘It feels like the longest time since we saw Uncle 

Cosmo,’ said Rose.

 ‘Not including photos!’ Tom added sagely. They 

often received a bundle of photos of wild animals, 

odd insects and only occasionally the beaming face 

of Uncle Cosmo. ‘He always looks so happy.’ 

 ‘It’s as if he’s found the best place in the world: a 

place where he belongs,’ said Johnny wisely. 

 None of the children had been to Africa, although 

their parents had promised they would go one day. 

Uncle Cosmo only visited them occasionally. When 

he came, he was laden with gifts and wild stories of 

animals. The children yearned to go to Africa.

 They particularly loved the stories of Uncle 

Cosmo’s farm. He shared his house with a parrot 

called Wellington and, as his brothers joked, an ark 

full of other animals.

 ‘Perhaps it’s time we went to visit him,’ said 

Johnny. ‘We could finally meet Wellington! Let’s see 

if that bird can really talk.’ 

 ‘If Uncle Cosmo is ever home long enough!’ 

said Bella. ‘He is always away from his farm, and 
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seldom at his factory.’ The family wondered how he 

produced anything there as he seemed to spend most 

of his time exploring the savannah. 

 ‘Let’s write a thank you letter to Uncle Cosmo,’ 

suggested Tom, and they all went to find pen and 

paper. They enjoyed writing letters. They wrote 

because Uncle Cosmo was hopeless at answering the 

phone or replying to emails, but he was very good 

at writing letters or postcards in response. Of course 

the children all started their letters with ‘Thank you’, 

but each child had different tales to share with him. 

He made each one of them feel like his favourite 

niece or nephew, even though all five of them could 

not possibly be his favourite. 

 Once the letters were written, the children asked 

Mother if they could go and post them to Uncle 

Cosmo. She said yes, and told them to pick up some 

sausages and fresh vegetables for dinner.

 When they arrived home again Mother asked 

them to help cook dinner and invited Johnny and 

Bella to join them. Rose peeled potatoes, Freddie 

fried the sausages, Tom trimmed the ends of the beans 
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and broke the broccoli into little trees, while Johnny 

washed and sliced carrots. Bella skinned the onions 

and fried them. When Johnny had finished slicing the 

carrots, he helped Rose to peel the potatoes – these 

always took the longest to prepare. Later, after they 

were cooked, he and Rose would take turns mash ing 

them. It was the best job: using the potato masher and 

then creaming it all together with butter, milk, salt 

and pepper. It was hard to do the quick little circles 

with the fork, as Father had shown them, without 

their arms hurting. Father would wax lyrical over 

dinner about the mashed potato, refusing to believe 

that any of the children had prepared it. They loved 

the praise and even more the pretence that they were 

still too young to make such lovely food.

 ‘Shall we make dessert?’ asked Tom. The others 

heartily agreed. They all helped make his famous 

banana ice cream, a recipe that he had invented when 

he was only eight years old: one banana per person, 

a good dollop of cocoa and a little milk. Everyone 

loved it, and Tom thought it was the best ice cream 

in the world. 
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 ‘Let’s add some chocolate chunks,’ suggested 

Johnny. Bella flung some chocolate into the mixture, 

which they then spooned into ice cream cones and 

put in the freezer. Once the ice cream was properly 

frozen, Tom melted a huge pot of chocolate, as a 

special treat, and then poured it into a large bowl. 

The children carefully dipped the ice creams in the 

chocolate and put them back in the freezer, and then 

Rose had an idea. She looked at Freddie and they 

giggled. Rose put her finger into the bowl and licked 

the warm chocolate. Then Johnny and Bella did the 

same. But Freddie, who went next, put his whole 

hand into the bowl and then started licking his hand, 

finger by finger. Tom joined them and, not to be out-

done, stuck his whole head in the bowl. Everyone 

laughed. He was so absorbed by the glorious smell 

and taste you only get when you are head-first in a 

bowl of chocolate that he did not hear the foot steps 

of his mother.

 ‘Quoi!’ Mother squawked sharply. ‘Where are 

your manners? Tom and Freddie – that’s just not 

civilised! Freddie, go and wash your hands. And 
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Tom, go upstairs now and take a good hard look 

at yourself and clean up your act – that chocolate is 

everywhere.’ 

 Tom was covered: there was chocolate on his 

chin, round his lips and stuck to his shaggy red locks 

of hair.

 Later, at dinner, Tom said to Father, ‘Tell us 

the story about the hippo potamus!’ They all loved 

hear ing about Uncle Cosmo, Father and Uncle 

Crispin’s child hood in Tanzania and Kenya. Their 

favourite story involved their grandfather trying to 

take a photo graph of a hippo potamus. The children’s 

grand father was a tall, lean Scotsman. 

 ‘Well, the only red thing in view was Grand father’s 

flaming hair,’ said Father. Father, Tom and Rose had 

all inherited his red hair. ‘He had set up his tripod 

and camera carefully beside a watering hole. We sat 

in the jeep, watching. The hippopotamus was in the 

water, mostly submerged. Not much of a picture, 

really. The hippopotamus did nothing, as hippos do. 

We waited and waited. It was hot, and must have 

been hotter in the sun. Finally, your grandfather was 
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so tired of waiting that he started to wave his hands. 

He hoped the hippopotamus would move or do 

some thing interesting: at least more interesting than 

being mostly submerged in water. Again nothing. 

Now, being quite a good cricketer, he had a blinding 

flash of inspiration. He picked up a clod of earth 

and threw it at the hippopotamus. It landed a perfect 

six, on its great flat nose. He waved his hands again 

and peered through the lens . . . What a delight, the 

hippo potamus was now moving. Click, click, click.

 ‘The hippopotamus left the pool of water in an 

awkward slow-motion amble and then started to 

run. It ran fast, and faster. Your grand father was 

photographing like a madman. But the hippo-

potamus was running towards him. Suddenly he 

grasped the seriousness of the situation. He turned 

and fled towards the jeep. We had never seen him 

move so quickly. He did not even have time to collect 

his camera and tripod. It was not clear if he would 

outrun the hippo potamus, as they are fairly fast 

creatures once they get going. The hippo potamus 

smashed straight through the tripod and camera, 
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and was charging towards the jeep. Our driver had 

turned the engine on already. As he leapt in, the 

driver flattened the accelerator to the floor. Then we 

drove like mad to escape the furious hippopotamus.’

 Father told several more stories, and even though 

the children begged for more, the hour was late and 

he said it was time for bed. Johnny and Bella had 

to go home too. But before they did, they needed to 

decide who should look after the parcel. 

 ‘Uncle Cosmo sent it here,’ said Rose. 

 ‘But I think that it’s only fair if we split it,’ sug-

gested Tom.

 ‘That’s boring!’ said Freddie with a cheeky grin.

 ‘Yes,’ agreed Bella. ‘Let’s toss a coin to decide 

who is the guardian of this brown gold!’ 

 ‘So do you want to split it or toss for it?’ Father 

asked. 

 ‘Toss for it!’ they all cried.

 ‘Best of three, then,’ said Father. Bella won the first 

toss, Rose the second and Johnny the third. ‘Looks 

as if we need to take it to your house,’ Father said, 

looking at Johnny and Bella. He helped the children 
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put the box back on the skateboards and they rolled 

it to the Pink House at 1 Paradise Road.

 When the children said goodnight, they agreed 

that they would meet at Johnny and Bella’s house 

the next morning and, if it was fine, perhaps play 

some tennis or go swimming. They were tired, but 

felt excited about the prospect of another day of 

summer holidays. 
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‘He’s behind you!’ said Uncle Cosmo. His voice was 

smooth and velvety, like chocolate. His eyes twinkled 

with mischief. Josephine turned to look. She let out 

a little involuntary scream. Only inches away, on the 

other side of the kitchen window, was the pressed-up 

nose of a baboon. Josephine could just see, past the 

mango trees guarding the driveway, a further seven 

pink-bottomed visitors. They were making off with 

the bread, breakfast cereals and fresh fruit from the 

outside table. She heard Cosmo roar with laughter. 
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The baboon at the window let out a shrill cry and ran 

after the others. Their pace, too, seemed to quicken, 

as the baboons disappeared in a cloud of dust, and a 

squabble of noise, down the long dirt road.

 ‘Let’s take breakfast inside this morning,’ sug-

gested Uncle Cosmo.

 Josephine smiled. ‘Yes, whatever remains.’ They 

looked outside; the only thing the baboons had left 

was a vase of fresh flowers. ‘We might have to eat 

cake!’

 Uncle Cosmo and Josephine cut two thick slices of 

ginger loaf and poured a strong cup of tea. Together 

they sat at the dining table, beside the terrace over-

looking the garden.

 ‘Your brothers are so lucky to live in the same 

London street,’ Josephine remarked. ‘I think having 

your cousins nearby is every child’s dream.’

 ‘Even so, I wonder how they could give up all 

this,’ he said, indicating the great row of mango trees 

stretching into the distance, and the huge horizons 

that surrounded them. He added, ‘I would miss the 

heat and the colour of the sky in Kenya.’
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 ‘They have blue sky in London too,’ smiled 

Josephine. 

 ‘But it’s often grey, like concrete. Besides, there 

just seems to be much more sky here,’ said Uncle 

Cosmo.

 ‘Beneath that concrete-coloured sky of London 

are some of the finest museums and art galleries in 

the world,’ said Josephine, glowing warmly.

 ‘The one thing I could never live without is this 

smell,’ said Uncle Cosmo, taking a deep breath of 

Kenyan air. The scents of hot grasses and warm earth 

floated in through the open window and mingled 

with that of the freshly cut roses on the window sill. 

 Josephine knew that, to Cosmo, this was the 

smell of home.

 ‘I wasn’t born here, like you,’ said Josephine. ‘I’ve 

always missed London. I was only eight years old 

when we moved to Africa, although after twenty-

five years it does feel like home!’ She smiled at Uncle 

Cosmo and then said, ‘But when shall we tell your 

family our secret?’
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Freddie, Rose and Tom were very happy to arrive 

at the Pink House just in time for breakfast. Not by 

chance. Their Aunt Lily made the greatest holiday 

breakfasts. She had grown up on a sheep farm in 

New Zealand. Aunt Lily was half Maori and half 

Pakeha. The Maori are the indigenous people of 

New Zealand and the Pakeha are the settlers who 

came later. 

 Aunt Lily sometimes said, ‘You children need a 

decent breakfast.’ Whenever she said this, Bella and 

Johnny would send the cousins a coded text message 

– ‘Lamb chop’ – to alert them to come for break fast.

 Often she would make pancakes, fresh fruit 
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and yogurt. But occasionally, like this morning, it 

would be the full shearers’ breakfast. This would 

include lamb chops, lamb’s liver, sausages and grilled 

tomatoes. On the farm, this was what they had eaten 

when the shearers came. It sustained them through a 

long day in the smelly shearing shed.

 The children wolfed down this hearty feast 

(except the lamb’s liver). Lucky had been waiting 

patiently under the table and occasionally growling 

quietly with antici pation. When they had finished 

eating, they slipped her some meaty treats.

 Then the children looked at each other. There 

was a moment of silent anticipation.

 ‘Whose turn is it to chop the chocolate?’ asked 

Johnny. 

 ‘It’s my turn,’ said Rose. 

 Three massive chunks fell onto the table. As she 

chopped a fourth time, the knife struck some thing 

hard. It stopped. Rose tried again. She could not get 

the knife all the way through. She began break ing 

off smaller chunks. Slowly, piece by piece, the end 

of a white nut began to appear. As Rose broke more 
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pieces off she thought the nut looked strange. It did 

not seem to end and was getter wider, not smaller. 

 Rose called to the others: ‘Come here! Look 

at this strange nut.’ They all took turns to chop 

more chocolate. Soon they had a massive bowl of 

chocolate, but no end to the nut. 

 ‘Look, it’s the size of my hand,’ Tom said.

 They called Bella and Johnny’s father, Uncle 

Crispin. Uncle Crispin was neither dark nor fair, but 

bronzed with golden curly hair. He had no idea what 

this hard white material was. He called his wife: 

‘Lily, please come and give us your opinion.’

 Aunt Lily looked at it. ‘It’s not a nut that I have 

ever seen before.’ She was mystified.

 Uncle Crispin chopped more and more chocolate 

off, but still the strange nut had no end. It seemed to 

be getting bigger. After some time, a shape as long as 

their school rulers was sticking out. It curved slightly 

and was thin at one end, and then much thicker at 

the other.

 ‘How long do you think it is?’ asked Rose. 

 ‘I don’t know,’ said Aunt Lily.
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 ‘If it’s not a nut, what is it?’ asked Bella.

 ‘I’ve no idea,’ said her father.

 Uncle Crispin then telephoned his brother 

Rupert, the father of Freddie, Rose and Tom. ‘You 

might want to pop in here on your way to work. 

There is something odd in this chocolate, and I can’t 

for the life of me work out what it could be.’

 When Father appeared at the door they showed 

him the strange white thing, smeared with chocolate, 

which was poking out of the chocolate block.

 Father’s face paled. ‘Good lord, Crispin, I think 

it’s a tooth.’

 Uncle Crispin laughed. ‘A tooth? Nothing has 

teeth that size, even in Africa! And the dinosaurs are 

extinct. Stop kidding, Rupert!’

 Father didn’t laugh. ‘Elephants have tusks. That 

looks like the end of a dirty ivory tusk sticking out 

of the chocolate.’

 Now that he had mentioned ivory, the cousins 

thought that was exactly what the nut looked like. 

Uncle Crispin picked up the great chocolate log and 

went to the kitchen. There he washed the chocolate 
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off the tusk. He laid it back on the table. They all 

stood and looked at the creamy-white protrusion 

again. They had not the slightest doubt that here was 

a great ivory tusk, on the dining table of the Pink 

House, and now only half-encased in chocolate.

 After a few minutes Uncle Crispin took his 

brother by the arm and walked away. He lowered 

his voice: ‘Rupert, this has very serious conse quences 

for Cosmo. Trading ivory is illegal.’

 ‘But Crispin, surely Cosmo would not have any-

thing to do with ivory exports. And he certainly 

wouldn’t send it to our children!’ replied Father.

 ‘Perhaps the shipments got muddled and he 

sent our children the wrong box,’ suggested Uncle 

Crispin. ‘You just need to look at the label. It has to 

be Cosmo that sent it.’

 ‘But Cosmo doesn’t believe in that! He wouldn’t 

allow elephants to be slaughtered,’ retorted Father, 

his voice rising slightly.

 ‘Rupert, we don’t know that. People change. 

We’ve been gone a long time. Perhaps he does this 

now to make money.’
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 ‘I don’t believe it!’ said Father, dismayed at the 

thought. But Uncle Crispin had sown the seeds of 

doubt in his mind. Father looked at the box again. It 

had clearly been sent by Uncle Cosmo: he had even 

thought to include their favourite tea and coffee, 

remembered Father.

 Rose went to her father. Looking up at him she 

asked, ‘Is it very bad to export ivory?’

 ‘Yes,’ said Father, ‘and very illegal. It has been 

banned since 1989. There was an important con-

ven tion to protect endangered species, and at this 

convention many countries agreed to ban the export 

or import of ivory. Uncle Cosmo could go to prison 

for a very long time if he’s caught trading ivory.’

 ‘Can we help him?’ asked Freddie.

 ‘Should we tell the police?’ said Bella.

 ‘Or ask him if it is true?’ said Tom.

 ‘Or see if there are any more tusks in the rest of 

the chocolate,’ suggested Johnny.

 ‘And can we still eat the chocolate?’ pleaded 

Rose.


